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REPLICATING SOCIAL PROGRAMMES: APPROACHES, STRATEGIES AND 

CONCEPTUAL ISSUES 



I. INTRODUCTION 

This paper reviews the key issues and methodologies involved in 
the replication of social programmes. The related, but more 
general, processes of knowledge transfer and dissemination as 
well as the more specific strategies involved in replication and 
going-to-scale are examined . 1 

Replication has been extensively debated in the non-profit sector 
in the United States. The other major arena for such discussion 
is the sphere of development where also there has been an 
increasing concern with widening coverage of programmes and 
interventions. This issue has universal relevance and appears 
high on the agenda of donors and implementors in both developed 
and developing settings. Unfortunately, these discourses often 
remain compartmentalized with little or no acknowledgment, cross- 
referencing, cross- fertilization or exchange. It is remarkable 
that even the literature emanating from each side shows little 
knowledge of or interest in the main thinking and trends of the 
other. This paper explores the linkages between these parallel, 
but insulated, discourses. 



II. KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER AND REPLICATION 

The study of knowledge transfer and replication dates back to 
nineteenth century anthropology. After World War II, the debate 
has been pursued in a wide range of fields such as education, 
planning, sociology, medical practice, commercial and social 
marketing, and agricultural extension. During the last fifteen 
years, it has also gained ground in the social sector. A variety 
of labels, having their origins in distinct disciplines and 
social practices, are used to describe the phenomena but there 
is little uniformity or consistency in usage in the research 
literature and in development language . 2 



1 We would like to thank the International Youth Foundation, 
which commissioned an earlier version of this study and Renee 
Pittin, for her comments on the draft. 

2 The following descriptors are useful in accessing the 
subject area: acceptance, adaption, additionality, adoption, 
application, assimilation, communication, coverage, diffusion, 
dissemination, distribution, exchange, expansion, extension, 
flow, going-to-scale (also scaling up and upscaling) , growth, 
innovation, multiplication, new knowledge research, new practice 
research, new products research, reception, replication, 
retrieval, spread, transfer, transmission, utilization, and also, 
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In the 1970s and 1980s research on dissemination and related 
activities reached its peak and culminated in a number of seminal 
publications. The work of Glaser et. al . (1983) and Rogers (1983) 
falls in this category and remains mandatory reading on this 
subject. Rogers, drawing on agricultural extension work, made a 
significant contribution to the formulation of key concepts and 
the theory of diffusion, while Glaser offered a detailed overview 
of research and practice in the field of dissemination and a 
taxonomy of what to do, in which context, and under what 
circumstances. 3 

The principles underlying knowledge use and transfer can be best 
understood through a consideration of parallel discourses on this 
subject in other disciplines and areas of activity. Illustrative 
comparisons can be drawn with the fields of medicine, 
agricultural technology, sociology of education and consumer 
behaviour. In each of these, transfer, diffusion and replication 
can be viewed as processes linking the origin of an innovation, 
idea or product on the one hand, to a universe of potential 
users, clients or beneficiaries on the other. This separation 
between the source and the recipient of the impulse is central 
to this concept. There are, however, other latent premises which 
need to be made explicit. 

First , the subjects (or the universe of potential beneficiaries) 
are assumed to be unable to generate the required change or 
transformation by themselves. This inability could stem from a 
wide range of factors. Second, it is implicitly assumed that the 
source (donor/supplier/innovator) has the capacity to accurately 
recognise and prioritise the needs of the recipient. Third, the 
product or innovation is expected to satisfy the needs of the 
recipients. Finally, there is the underlying assumption of the 
universality of needs within the universe of recipients. 

Viewed in these abstract terms, the process of going- to-scale is 
ch^^^c-terised by three components : identification and recognition 
of ^ particular need in the target population; a system whereby 
a product can be developed externally for meeting this need; and 
finally, a mechanism for the effective delivery of this product., 
from the producer or source to the user or recipient. This 
process is fairly successful when applied to uni-dimensional 
single-effect products which cater to relatively homogeneous 
populations: mass immunization programmes, for example. 4 It is 



frequently, planning. 

3 Much of the current debate on going-to-scale turns out to 
k® a repetition of earlier, readily available information, 
without reference to lessons learnt in the first round of 
replication efforts more than a decade ago. 



4 . There could be little doubt or disagreement about the 
desirability of mass immunization, or of its intrinsic welfare- 
raising contribution. It would also be fair to argue that 
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